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Through the eyes of the Vagabond: 
Reflections on life as a Lunatic Attendant in colonial 
Melbourne, Australia, in 1877 	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
By	  Na*sha	  Sands	  |	  Deakin	  University	  Australia	  	  
Colonial	  Melbourne	  
	  	  	  Collins	  St	  Melbourne	  1839	  
• 	  Melbourne	  1835	  seDlement	  
proclaimed	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
• 	  Rapid	  popula*on	  growth	  -­‐	  	  land	  
grab	  during	  1840s	  	  
The	  Enterprize,	  	  Melbourne	  1835	  
Early	  Melbourne	  and	  madness	  
Port	  Phillip	  Gaol	  1840	  	  
• 	  A	  rough	  colonial	  port,	  condi*ons	  were	  
harsh….	  and	  strange	  	  	  	  
	  
• 	  Isola*on,	  infused	  with	  Alcohol….Madness	  ….	  	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
• 	  ‘Luna*cs’	  were	  	  housed	  in	  
Melbourne's	  ﬁrst	  prison,	  the	  
Port	  Phillip	  Gaol	  
	  
• 	  Dangerous	  Luna*cs	  Act	  
(1843)	  	  
	  
Yarra	  Bend	  Asylum	  1848	  
Built	  on	  a	  hill	  on	  the	  Yarra	  River	  a	  
few	  miles	  from	  Port	  Phillip,	  
Melbourne	  	  
	  
The	  phrase	  ‘gone	  round	  the	  bend’	  
entered	  the	  vernacular	  	  
	  
Originally	  built	  to	  house	  33	  inmates	  	  
	  
Superintendent,	  his	  wife	  the	  
‘matron’,	  3	  ‘keepers’,	  a	  cook	  and	  
laundress	  
	  
	  	  	  
	  
	  
Gold	  Fever!	  
The	  discovery	  of	  gold	  in	  1852	  led	  to	  a	  	  
huge	  inﬂux	  of	  people	  to	  Victoria	  	  
	  
By	  1854	  the	  colony's	  popula*on	  had	  
grown	  from	  	  80	  000	  to	  300	  000	  
	  
Asylum	  workers	  ﬂed	  to	  the	  ‘diggings’	  
	  
Yarra	  Bend	  was	  overcrowded	  and	  
condi*ons	  dismal.	  	  
	  
Parliamentary	  Enquiry	  held	  in	  1852	  	  	  
	  
	  
	  	  
	  
The	  Asylum	  Era	  	  
Parliamentary	  Enquiry	  resulted	  	  in	  2	  new	  asylums	  
being	  built	  in	  the	  the	  gold	  ﬁeld	  regions:	  	  	  	  
	  
	  
Beechworth	  Asylum	  1867	  	  
	  
	  
	  
Ararat	  Asylum	  1867	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A	  new	  metropolitan	  asylum	  
	  was	  also	  built	  at	  Kew,	  	  
across	  the	  river	  from	  	  
Yarra	  Bend	  Asylum	  
Kew	  Asylum	  design	  was	  based	  on	  1850s	  asylum	  in	  Colney	  Hatch,	  England	  
Kew	  Asylum	  1871	  	  
	  
The	  Vagabond	  
In	  1877	  Julian	  Thomas	  (aka	  The	  Vagabond),	  
a	  freelance	  journalist	  for	  the	  Argus	  
Newspaper,	  	  spent	  a	  month	  incognito	  as	  a	  
Luna*c	  ADendant	  at	  Yarra	  Bend	  and	  Kew	  
Asylum.	  	  
	  
His	  in*mate	  descrip*ons	  of	  daily	  life	  in	  the	  
asylums	  provides	  a	  unique	  window	  into	  the	  
past	  
	  
Many	  of	  the	  asylum	  prac*ces	  and	  cultures	  
described	  by	  the	  Vagabond	  con*nued	  un*l	  
the	  end	  of	  the	  20	  century	  …perhaps	  
beyond	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  Through	  the	  eyes	  of	  the	  Vagabond	  
The	  story	  begins	  at	  Kew	  Asylum…	  
Entrance	  Gates	  Kew	  Asylum	  	  
Kew	  Asylum	  in	  the	  distance	  	  	  
The	  Ha	  Ha	  Wall,	  	  Kew	  Asylum	  
Through	  the	  eyes	  of	  the	  Vagabond	  
Condi*ons	  for	  aDendants	  were	  very	  rough	  	  	  	  
Through	  the	  eyes	  of	  the	  Vagabond	  
The	  	  socio-­‐cultural	  world	  of	  Kew	  Asylum.	  
The	  fortnightly	  Kew	  Asylum	  	  Ball	  
Ward	  dining	  room	  decorated	  for	  
Christmas	  	  
Through	  the	  eyes	  of	  the	  Vagabond	  
The	  horrors	  of	  Kew	  Asylum	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Through	  the	  eyes	  of	  the	  Vagabond	  
Ha	  Ha	  Wall	  	  	  
Yarra	  Bend	  Asylum	  	  
	  
A	  scene	  of	  ‘complacent	  domes*city’	  	  
Through	  the	  eyes	  of	  the	  Vagabond	  
Although	  Yarra	  Bend	  Asylum	  was	  
older	  than	  Kew	  Asylum	  and	  very	  
over	  crowded,	  the	  atmosphere	  	  and	  
culture	  was	  very	  diﬀerent	  
Through	  the	  eyes	  of	  the	  Vagabond	  
•  Isola*on	  
•  Entrenched	  rou*nes	  
•  Dominant	  cultures	  	  
•  Corrup*on	  	  
•  Kindness	  	  
•  Complacency	  	  
•  Compassion	  	  
•  Ignorance	  	  
•  Brutality	  
•  Coercion	  	  
•  Advocacy	  
•  Self	  image	  	  
	  
How	  this	  history	  shaped	  psychiatric	  nursing?	  	  
Are	  there	  any	  ves*ges	  of	  	  
yesterday	  present	  today?	  
